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SILVER-HAIRED BATS ASSOCIATED WITH ABANDONED MINES IN
COLORADO PROVIDE INSIGHTS INTO WINTER HABITAT AND ROOST USE
Lea’ R. Bonewell1, Mark A. Hayes2, Nancy LaMantia-Olson3, Elijah Wostl4, and Kirk W. Navo5
ABSTRACT.—Herein we present the first published records (N = 5) of silver-haired bats (Lasionycteris noctivagans)
roosting in abandoned mines in Colorado during winter. The records are based on internal surveys of abandoned mines
during the winter period from 2004 to 2008. These noteworthy records provide insights into the winter roosting ecology
and habitat use of this species in southwestern Colorado.
RESUMEN.—Presentamos aquí los primeros registros publicados (N = 5) de murciélagos de pelo plateado (Lasionycteris
noctivagans) que se refugian, durante el invierno, en minas abandonadas de Colorado. Los registros están basados en
inspecciones internas de tales minas, durante los períodos invernales del 2004 al 2008. Estos notables registros dan una
idea sobre la ecología de refugio en el invierno y sobre el uso del hábitat de esta especie en el suroeste de Colorado.

The effective conservation of migratory
animals requires knowledge of habitat use
across seasons and ecoregions (Webster et al.
2002). Because bats in western North America
are small, cryptic, and nocturnal, less is known
about seasonal habitat use of migratory bat
species than of more conspicuous taxa such as
songbirds and waterfowl (Cryan 2003, Fleming and Elby 2003, Hayes et al. 2015). Conservation biologists, wildlife managers, and
researchers have emphasized the need to
improve our understanding of the roosting
ecology of bats of conservation concern in the
Southern Rocky Mountain region and elsewhere in the Rocky Mountain West; such
information helps target conservation and
management efforts and reduce human disturbance at key roosting resources (Adams 2003,
Ellison et al. 2003, O’Shea et al. 2003, 2011,
Hayes et al. 2011, Hayes and Adams 2015). For
example, the Colorado Bat Conservation Plan
(Ellison et al. 2003) has emphasized the need
for more information on the seasonal roosting
preferences of species of conservation concern.
In an effort to document and protect abandoned mines used as roosting locations by bat
species of conservation concern, Colorado Parks
and Wildlife (formerly known as Colorado
Division of Wildlife) and the agency’s Bats/
Inactive Mines Project (BIMP) conducted bat
surveys throughout Colorado for over 2 decades,
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beginning in 1991 (Navo et al. 1991, Navo and
Krabacher 2005, Hayes 2012). During January, February, and March 1999–2009, BIMP
biologists focused winter survey efforts inside
abandoned mines throughout southwestern
Colorado (Navo 2001, Hayes et al. 2011). Biologists surveyed mines selected for reclamation
efforts by the Colorado Division of Reclamation, Mining, and Safety, the U.S. Bureau of
Land Management, and the U.S. Forest Service, all in collaboration with private landowners. When bats were observed inside
abandoned mines, biologists recorded the
following information: the species observed
(when possible from visual inspection; bats
were not handled or intentionally disturbed),
the number of bats observed, whether bats
were roosting singly or in groups, the elevation of the mine entrance, the temperature of
the rock substrate near bats (e.g., infrared
thermometer model Raynger ST2, Raytek
Corporation, Santa Cruz, CA; air temperature
near bats and body temperature of individual
bats were not measured), the estimated depth
of the mine, and the number of openings to
the surface that could be identified.
The silver-haired bat (Lasionycteris noctivagans) is a species of conservation concern
due in part to recent observations of dead
individuals of this species found underneath
wind turbines throughout North America
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(Arnett and Baerwald 2013, Arnett et al. 2016).
The silver-haired bat is known to roost in trees
(Barbour and Davis 1969, Kunz 1982, Barclay
et al. 1988, Campbell et al. 1996, Mattson et
al. 1996, Betts 1998), rock crevices (Barbour
and Davis 1969, Kunz 1982), caves (Frum
1953, Beer 1956, Kunz 1982), mines (e.g., in
eastern North America; Pearson 1962, Kunz
1982), buildings (Barbour and Davis 1969, Gosling 1977, Izor 1979, Kunz 1982), and other
human-made structures (Barbour and Davis
1969, Kunz 1982). Although this species has
been documented hibernating in a wide variety of substrates and structures, little is known
about roost use by this species in Colorado
(Armstrong et al. 2011) and elsewhere in the
Southern Rocky Mountains (Adams 2003). It
also remains unclear where this species hibernates in large parts of western North America
(Cryan 2003). This species is known to migrate
long distances between summer and winter
areas (Cryan 2003), potentially complicating
our understanding of habitat and roost use. A
silver-haired bat was recently documented in
Washington State carrying the fungal species
Pseudogymnoascus destructans (NWHC 2016),
which is considered the causative agent of bat
white-nose syndrome; this observation highlights the need to better understand the winter
roosting habits of this species in western North
America.
On 5 occasions from 2004 to 2008, during
fieldwork by biologists with the Colorado
Bats/Inactive Mines Project, silver-haired bats
were found that were associated with abandoned mines in southwestern Colorado.
(1) On 11 February 2004, during a daytime
internal survey of an abandoned mine, 2 torpid silver-haired bats were found roosting in
the mine. The mine was located on Joe Davis
Hill (San Miguel County, 2060 m) and was a
complex feature that was at least 150 m deep
and had 3 openings to the surface, all with
south- to southwest-facing aspects. The mine
was situated toward the top of Dolores
Canyon overlooking the Dolores River, which
was approximately 850 m from the mine. The
bats were observed about 45 m and 60 m from
the nearest opening to the surface, respectively, both roosting in crevices in the ceiling.
The respective temperatures of the rock substrate next to the bats were 7.9 °C and 0.4 °C.
(2) On 12 February 2004, during a daytime
internal survey, another torpid silver-haired
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bat was found roosting in a mine, also on Joe
Davis Hill (San Miguel County, 2090 m). This
mine was an adit (a horizontal feature with an
opening to the surface) that was at least 60 m
deep with a southeast-facing portal. The mine
was also situated toward the top of the
Dolores Canyon overlooking the Dolores
River, which was about 925 m from the portal.
The bat was found about 18 m inside the
mine, roosting in a crevice in the ceiling. The
temperature of the rock substrate next to the
bat was 6.6 °C. This portion of Joe Davis Hill
and the Dolores Canyon is surrounded by
benchlands and mesas.
(3) On 18 January 2005, during a daytime
internal survey, a torpid silver-haired bat was
found roosting in an abandoned mine in a
canyon on the east side of Hieroglyphic Mesa
(Montrose County, 1750 m elevation), approximately 2.7 km from the San Miguel River.
This mine was an adit complex that was about
75 m deep with 3 openings, all of which had
northwest-facing aspects. The bat was found
about 30 m inside the mine, roosting in a
ceiling crevice. The temperature of the rock
substrate next to the bat was 9.2 °C.
(4) On 16 February 2008, during a daytime
internal survey of an abandoned mine, a torpid
silver-haired bat was found roosting in a shallow adit. The mine was located on Davis Mesa
(Montrose County, 1860 m). The exact location
of this mine and the approximate location of
the bat inside the mine are not known.
(5) In addition to these winter records, on
8 June 2005, between 21:30 and 00:00, a nonbreeding adult male silver-haired bat was
captured in a harp trap (Kunz et al. 2009) set
at a mine in Hieroglyphic Canyon (Montrose
County, 1680 m). It is unknown whether the
bat was entering or exiting the mine. This
mine was an adit that was at least 300 m deep
with one portal, with a northwest aspect and
about 1.5 km from the San Miguel River. This
portion of Hieroglyphic Mesa consists of a
mesa bisected by canyons.
Vegetation near all of these mines generally
consisted of sparse piñon-juniper woodland
(Pinus edulis and Sabina osteosperma) that
included Gambel oak (Quercus gambelii) and
sagebrush (Serphidium tridentatum). Riparian
species along the San Miguel River and Dolores
River included boxelder (Acer negundo), tamarisk (Tamarix chinensis), shrub willow (Salix
spp.), and cottonwood (Populus spp.).
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Fig. 1. Locations of silver-haired bats (Lasionycteris noctivagans) associated with abandoned mines in Colorado. The
3 black stars indicate the approximate locations of silver-haired bats associated with abandoned mines. DM indicates
Davis Mesa, HM indicates Hieroglyphic Mesa (this is approximately the same location as the silver-haired bat observed
in a mine near Uravan), and JDH indicates Joe Davis Hill.

In addition to the occurrences already
mentioned, on 14 January 2013 a silver-haired
bat was observed roosting in an abandoned
mine near Uravan (Montrose County; personal
communication, D. Neubaum). The approximate locations of all the mines mentioned are
shown in Fig. 1.
The majority of winter occurrence records
for silver-haired bats in North America have
been from the eastern part of the continent,
with some records from the Southwest and the
Pacific Northwest (Cryan 2003). The 5 winter
observations of silver-haired bats described
here represent the first published records of this
species using abandoned mines in Colorado; we
are not aware of other observations of this
species using abandoned mines in the Southern
Rocky Mountains and Four Corners region,
though this species has been captured at caves
during the summer period in Colorado (Seimers
2002). Torpid silver-haired bats were found during winter inside abandoned mines that were
both simple and complex in structure and that
tended to be relatively close to rivers (<3 km).
All torpid bats were found roosting singly in the
ceilings of abandoned mines and inside crevices
that were 18–60 m from the nearest entrance to
the mine. The rock substrate adjacent to bats
was between 0.4 °C and 9.2 °C. Together, these

winter and summer observations suggest that
silver-haired bats opportunistically use abandoned mines as refugia during winter and
summer, and that this species may regularly
hibernate in southwestern Colorado. These
winter observations comport with winter roosting behavior of silver-haired bats observed
elsewhere in North America where this species
has been regularly observed hibernating in
caves and mines (Cowan 1933, Frum 1953, Beer
1956, Pearson 1962, Barbour and Davis 1969,
Gosling 1977, Kunz 1982, Nagorsen et al. 1993,
Cryan 2003) and add to our understanding of
the winter roosting ecology and habitat use
of this species in western North America. We
conclude that it is likely that during winter
silver-haired bats occasionally utilize abandoned mines that are regularly used by other
western species, such as Townsend’s big-eared
bat (Corynorhinus townsendii), cave and mine
dwelling Myotis spp., and other species, such as
big brown bat (Eptesicus fuscus), canyon bat
(Parastrellus hesperus), and Mexican free-tailed
bat (Tadarida brasiliensis) (Navo et al. 1991,
Adams 2003, Navo and Krabacher 2005, Hayes
et al. 2011, Hayes and Adams 2015).
We thank Colorado Parks and Wildlife and
the Colorado offices of the Bureau of Land
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